“The Party Tree”

By Isabel Sicree, age 15

Not long ago, my father and I stood gazing up at the large catalpa tree in the middle of our yard. The catalpa is split into two big trunks about six feet up. My dad was telling me that he was afraid that the tree may not last very much longer because the split was getting wider.  This upset me because that tree has been an important part of my childhood. It was full of memories, and it wasn’t called the ‘party tree’ by my mom for nothing.

When I was about eight years old, my older sister, her friend, and I were playing in our wading pool when we decided to run off across the yard.  I wanted to climb the catalpa, something which none of us had ever done because it had no low branches.  My sister and her friend were surprisingly helpful.   They threw the garden hose through the split in the trunk and held the opposite end so I could use it to climb up. Then they dropped the hose and ran off, leaving me, barefoot and in a swimsuit, with no way to get down.  I yelled, but they ignored me and wandered off, happy to be rid of me.  I had long wanted to climb the tree, but I had never expected to get stuck in it my first time up. 

Before then, I had pretty much seen the catalpa as a living swing set.  My father had hung two swings from its high branches, which gave us much longer swings than any playground swing set.  But something changed in the way that I looked at that tree from then on.  I was proud that I had climbed it, even though I had gotten stuck.  After about a quarter of an hour, my sister listened to my yells and helped me down again.   I knew that I wanted to climb the catalpa again, but I didn’t try again until I knew I could get up and down again by myself.


Our catalpa is rooted on a slope as we live at the foot of Mount Nittany.  It is taller than our house.  The branches spread out far before coming down again, making the bottom half of the tree resemble an umbrella. We have two swings that hang from its lowest branches, but those are twelve and twenty feet up. The bark is in rough strips, six inches long, as thick as ink stamps. The catalpa’s heart-shaped leaves are the size of dinner plates; we would sometimes use them as ‘tickets’ for our games. White bell-like flowers blossom at the end of the school year and fall a few weeks later, all in a day or two. After the flowers fall, we would swing low on our stomachs, just skimming the ground, so we could glide through a pool of flowers. My younger sister would take advantage of the tiny holes at the base of the flowers to make leis to string around her neck.


I could really feel the impact of the tree during the summer. The tree offered the best shade in the yard, so most of our time was spent on the swings. We would leap off the jungle gym on the swing to soar around the  tree, digging our feet in the bare earth under the tree when we wanted sudden stops.


Unfortunately, the catalpa’s branches are brittle and break easily. At our house, the winds whip around the mountain, and violent storms all too often take their toll on the tree. There is always the concern that the winds will one day take a big branch or the entire tree down. Yet the broken branches allowed a gap to form so that we could have large bonfires under the tree without the worry of burning it.   

We named the catalpa the ‘party tree’ after the tree in Bilbo Baggin’s yard in The Lord of the Rings. When we have our parties, we sometime throw glow sticks into the branches, which we never manage to knock down again.  They fade like fireflies in the night. My father rigs up a pulley system from one branch so that he can hang a piñata from it.   He also fixed a rail between the tree and our clubhouse so he could hang Christmas lights from it in good weather and a tarp from it in bad for outdoor parties.


In the summer, there is life in the tree that no one really sees. Sometimes I get a glimpse of it. Looking carefully, I can usually see the old hawks’ nest that is high up in its branches.  There are five species of squirrels in our yard, which chase each other up and down the tree.  My dad once called me out to the tree after dark.  In the beam of his flashlight, I saw a porcupine perched on the baby swing, chewing on the salty-tasting ropes.


Come fall, the catalpa’s leaves are not brilliant: they just fade from green to yellow.  It never loses its leaves before the first frost, but when the frost does come, it loses them all in one night. The giant leaves are too big for leaf collections for school, and they dry quickly. They crumble to bits when we rake them, and the little pieces cling all over our clothes and hair when we bury each other in the leaf piles.  Our last bonfires of the year are when we burn the leaves.  With its crooked branches now bare, the tree looks older than ever before, as if it were on the verge of dying. Sometimes we go sledding down the slope under the tree in the winter, but otherwise, we pay little attention to it until spring.

The catalpa’s beauty returns every spring, and then it is the most important tree in our yard, yet I know it won’t last forever. The split trunk will one day probably cause us to lose such an amazing tree. I don’t know whether high winds or heavy snow or ice will be the end of our ‘party tree’, or whether we will sadly have to see it cut down for safety reasons. One sad moment at the end of The Lord of the Rings is when the heroes come home and find their party tree cut down.  I know that I may come home one day to find the same thing.  When our party tree is gone, it will leave a hollow space in our yard and in our life, leaving behind just memories.   I don’t know how this hole could ever be filled.
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